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When Jesus  came  to the temple area  the ranking  priests and  elders of the people approached him while he was teaching, and asked, “By what  authority are you doing these things?”  and  “Who  gave you  this  authority?”  That is the  setting in which   Matthew  places  the   parable  we just heard in our   Gospel lesson.   

And,  as  Matthew  tells   it  Jesus   doesn’t   answer  their   question.  Instead  he  asks   them  a  question in  response.  And the   deal is,  if  they  answer  his   question  then  he   will answer  theirs.   And  then he   tells   this  story.

“Now what do you think?”  says  Jesus, “  A man  had two children,.  He went to the first, and said,  “Son, go and work in the  vineyard today”.  He 

responded,  “I’m  your man, sir”  but  he  didn’t  move.   Then he went to  the second and said the same thing.  He responded,  “I  don’t want to,”  but later on he thought better of it and went  to work.  Which of the two did what the father wanted?”  

This  parable presents  a  real   dilemma for  the   normal  Galilean  family.  Which son,  if either  is to be commended?   The first  son honored his father  by   first  saying  “yes”. and then  shamed him  by not following  through.  The second  son  shamed his  father  by saying  “no” but  then honored him  by  changing his mind  and  doing  what his father  had asked  him   to do..

There’s  was a society  that was  organized around    shame and honor as the  basic  and   fundamental  choices..  This     was  true  in the family  and   in  the  villages  and  the   cities.    In  the  family   setting,    both sons  bring shame  on their  father. Both  sons  honor  their  father.   There is  no way to  answer   the  question  Jesus  put    to     his   listeners. 

The  authority  that  Jesus  possessed  did not  come  from   outside of  him  ... No one  gave it to him. “Who gave you  this  authority?”  There is no  way to answer  this   question.    His authority  was  not  derived  from  Tradition  or   Institution.  Jesus  authority  came  from  within  him  out  of  his  interior  life and the  relationship  he  had  developed, there,  with  God. 

 So  that is  one  issue  we  need  to  think  about   when we think  about  authority. Is it  derived from  someone or  some  thing  outside  and  external to the  person  or is  it  internal.  Does it  come from  within. 

  The  other  issue  with  authority... whether it comes  from    an  external  source or  from  the  interior life of a person ..... is  whether  it   is  life   affirming  or  life  denying.  Is it motivated by  hatred or  by  love.  Is it  oppressive  or  is it  liberating.  Is  it   based in  a commitment  to  power  or to justice.   Does it  benefit  those already in  positions of   authority  or does it  benefit all.  

Now,  back  to  Jesus.  Jesus  was   filled  with   the  spirit of God.  It  flowed  through him and  he  lived  out  of   that   continuous  movement.  . He had a profoundly  intimate relationship  with God.   Those  who  encountered  him  knew  that.   And  here  is how  I think  that  developed.  Obviously   we  do not know  this  in any   definitive  way.  That  information is  simply  not   available  to  us.  And  here  is  how  I   imagine    it   could  have   happened.

When Jesus  sought out  John  the  Baptizer as a  youth. and  apprenticed himself  to  John,....  He did that so that  he  could   learn  what  John  knew  of  the  Jewish  mystical  tradition..that  stretched  back to  Ezekiel and  beyond.   

One of the  first thngs  that  Jesus  learned was  that  the  spirit of  God  which   infuses    all  that is  ...is  like  “living  water”  water that  moves  and  is alive .... that  cleanses   and  refreshes....  Water  like that in the  Jordan  river   where  John  immersed  Jesus  and others  over and over   again....  promising  them  that   they  would  be immersed  in  the  Spirit of God  just as they had been immersed  in that  living  water. 

And  John  taught  Jesus  that the  Spirit of  God  was like  the  wind.   The wind that  was present  at the  time of  creation.  The  wind  that  animated  those  dry bones  that  Ezekiel  saw scattered, across  the valley...The   wind  that makes  things  move and  come  alive in new and  fresh  ways.  And  John  taught  Jesus how  to  feel  that  spirit  caress  him  like  the  wind  and  how to  breath   that  spirit into  his  whole  being  like  he did the  air with  which he filled his lungs.  

And   John  taught  Jesus  that   this   spirit which  flowed  from  God   would create  in  him   a new heart ... a heart of flesh,  not  stone   .... A heart  capable  of  love  and   compassion.  And  Jesus came to  trust and know   this   Holy  Spirit  within  him  as a transforming  force so that  all his life he would always  be  letting  go  of  the  past......  so  that  he could  embrace  God’s  future.

Jesus  learned  well.  He  experienced  all this  and  more.  Jesus  had no  father......  He learned to be as close and intimate  with God  as he would  have  been  with  a father  if he had  had one. And it was out of this kind of  interior  life... lived  in God and  with  God  and  for God  that his  authority  came.  

Who  gave  him  the  authority  he had  ..... no one.....   It  came out of  the life he  lived with  God.  The  decisions  he made....  The  hours  of   meditation...   The   years of  prayer......The heart  of  compassion... The  vision  he  saw  of  how  the  world  could  be.... The disciplined  thinking  the     focused  emotions,  that  were congruent with  that  vision...  The  trust he  had  in  that  ever present  spirit of  God  and  in  his neighbors  and,   the strangers he met.  

Listen, for a moment,   to  this  story   from   Howard  Thurman.  It is in   his  little  book  ‘Jesus and the  Disinherited’...  He  writes:

“During much of  my  boyhood I was cared for by  my  grandmother who was  born a slave and lived until the  Civil  War on a plantation in  Florida.  My regular  chore was to  do all the reading  for  my  grandmother. She could neither read nor  write.  Two or three times a week  I would read the  Bible to her...all except the  Pauline  epistles. When I was  half  way through  college   I asked her one day  why it was that she would not let me read any of the Pauline  letters.  What she told me, I shall never forget.

During  the days of slavery, she said, The masters minister would occasionally hold services for the slaves.  Old man McGhee was so  mean that he would not let a Negro   minister preach to his slaves.  Always  the white minister used as his text something from  Paul. At least three or four times a year he used as a text: ‘Slaves  be obedient  to them that are  your masters.....as unto Christ’.  Then he would go on to show how it was God’s  will that we were slaves and how if we were good and happy slaves,  God would bless us.  I promised my  Maker that if I ever learned to read and if freedom ever came, I would not read that part of the  Bible.”

Here,  in   Howard  Thurman’s  grandmother,  there is  that  same kind of  authority  we  just  met  in  Jesus ...    And that  woman  refused to accept the   authority  of  that  White  Preacher  and  Paul to  whom  he  appealed  for   authority.  

As  disciples   of   Christ,  we  all have to deal with  authority   in  our lives.  Either we  exercise it   or we are  subject  to it,  or  we   share  it.  It  will either  be internal   or  be  based  in  someone  or something  external.    It  will be  either  life   affirming  or   life  denying.

 With the kind of  authority  which   Jesus  exercised  in  place  in   your   own   life   you can live your  lives in  ways  that  bring  healing  and  hope.  Out of your openness to the  stranger and your  love  for  your  neighbor you  may  even say  that  some of  scripture is  wrong.

 And  there will be those  who say ....  “Who gave you  this  authority”  and  you  will  tell  them  a  story.....    beginning  with  your  own  baptism  and your own  journey  that  has  changed  your  heart  and taught you   to   live  in  the  spirit  of God and  to   have a  vision  of  the  world as   God  would  have  it   be.  A  journey  that  has taken you  into the  heart of God.   Amen 

